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Psalm 78:13, 15







He split the sea, and caused them to pass through.


He made the waters stand as a heap …


He split rocks in the wilderness,


And gave them drink abundantly as out of the depths.











  
  

Prologue


Fiona





Fiona’s heel sank into the mud, and she groaned in frustration. It was May for crying out loud. Mud season should be over by now.  

She entered the trees, and before she’d taken her third step, the black flies found her. She swallowed hard. She had avoided tears so far, and she was committed to keeping it that way, though it was getting harder with each step. 

Why hadn’t she just taken the road like a normal person? She knew the answer to that, though. She hadn’t wanted anyone to see her. She hadn’t wanted anybody from that stupid blasted church to see her walking away from it. She didn’t want to see any of those people ever again. She was so done. She couldn’t believe she’d ever started. She should have known better. It always ended like this. Always. Her in pain. Her betrayed. Her with egg on her face. 

And so she had cut through the church’s backyard, which couldn’t even really be called a backyard as it was more of a tiny forest. And now she was in her neighbor’s backyard, almost to the lawn. Her muddy boots would be grateful to hit grass.

Her house came into view, and her heart cried out, desperate for those walls. She couldn’t wait to step inside and close the door behind her. 

Then lock it.








  
  

Chapter 1


Tonya





They were late for church. This was not unusual. Thirteen-year-old Emma was turning into quite the primper, but it wasn’t all her fault. Senior saint Vicky wasn’t exactly speedy about getting ready in the morning. And there was only one small bathroom in the giant farmhouse the three women shared. This was often frustrating, but Tonya kept reminding herself how grateful she was that Vicky had taken her and her daughter in. Vicky didn’t have to do that, and Tonya loved living there, so she could stand the lack of extra bathrooms. 

As she climbed the front steps of New Beginnings Church, she heard drums. What was that about? New Beginnings didn’t have drums! They had a pipe organ!

As Tonya opened the outer door, an electric guitar joined the drums; something very, very different was happening. 

She pulled open the inner door almost fearing what she was going to see.

Sure enough. A full-fledged band was set up in front of the pews. Two vocalist microphones. Three guitars: electric, acoustic, and bass. A keyboard. And the drummer, who was playing way too loudly for the small space. 

She recognized most of the people standing around this equipment. It was Joe Weir’s family. His son, his two daughters, a girlfriend, and two people she didn’t know. 

Her stomach rolled over. She scanned the room for Fiona, and not surprisingly, didn’t see her. She looked around for Pastor Adam, found him talking to Joe, and headed that way.

Joe saw her coming and went to his pew. 

She opened her mouth to ask Pastor about Fiona.

“Good morning, Tonya.” 

She had to speak more loudly than she wanted to in order to be heard over the drums. “Where’s Fiona?”

He looked around, either confused or feigning it—she wasn’t sure. “I don’t know. She was here a minute ago.”

“A minute ago? What did you do?”

He scowled, and she knew he’d gone on the defensive. It was a look she’d been seeing on him more and more lately. 

“Did she leave?” Tonya pressed.

“I don’t know.” He glanced over her head, probably looking at the clock. “But if you’ll excuse me. We’re running late, and I need to get started.”

She realized she was clenching her fists and forced them to relax. Then she stood there for several seconds wondering what to do next. Calm down. You don’t know what happened here. Except that she did know. 

She headed for the door. She glanced at Emma on the way by. She should probably tell her where she was going, but Emma was already deeply engrossed in a conversation with Mary Sue Puddy, so Tonya headed for the door. Emma probably wouldn’t even know she was gone, and if she did, she had her phone. 

Tonya stepped back outside and met Derek and Walter coming up the steps. Oh good, she wasn’t the only tardy one. She wondered how much primping Derek did in the morning. He’d been looking a little more kempt since he’d moved in with Walter. And it probably didn’t matter, as Walter’s mansion probably had ten bathrooms. Well, maybe not ten. Maybe only five.

She looked toward the trees behind the church and considered cutting through them. It was much farther to walk around the block, and she was wearing dress shoes. But the more adventurous route looked muddy, so she opted for the long way.

By the time she reached Fiona’s door, her feet were killing her. She was not going to walk back to the church. Vicky would have to come pick her up. This meant she would be waiting a while. Vicky had a tendency to linger after church services. 

She raised her hand and knocked on Fiona’s door. Not surprising, there was no answer. “You’re obviously in there,” she called out. “Open up.”

Nothing.

“Fiona, I’m not going away. My feet are killing me. There’s no way I’m walking back to church. Please don’t make me sit on your porch for the next two hours.”

There was no response, and Tonya strained to hear any clues from inside. 

“I didn’t ask you to come here.”

“I know that. Yet you had to know I would. Now open the door, please.” The deadbolt turned, and then the doorknob. Then she was looking at Fiona, who held a coffee brandy in one hand. Her eyes were smudged with mascara. Tonya’s heart cracked. Of all the people for this to happen to—it shouldn’t be her. “I’m so sorry, Fiona.”

“Not your fault,” she said dryly. She let go of the door and stepped back. “Might as well come in if you’re going to stay and harass me either way.”

Tonya stepped into the familiar home and closed the door behind her. Then she followed her friend into her living room and sat on the couch. “What happened?”

Fiona shook her head. “Nothing.”

“Don’t give me that. I know something happened. In fact, I know what happened.” She wished she didn’t. She wished she hadn’t seen it before. “I just want to know how it happened.”

Fiona grimaced as she looked her in the eye. “You know, all the stuff you Christians do for other people, I was almost buying into the whole thing, but of course, you can’t be bothered with basic decency.”

“Tell me what happened.”

“Why?”

“So I can fix it.”

“You can’t fix it. I would rather die than go back there. When you people decide you don’t want your eardrums assaulted by teenage wannabe rock stars, you’ll have to find a new organist.”

Tonya sighed. “Please tell me what happened.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I don’t care. I need to know.”

Fiona’s eyes widened. She stared at Tonya for several seconds and then she barked out a laugh. “Goodness, I like you. I wish I didn’t like you so much.”

Tonya waited for the story. She wasn’t going to surrender till she got it.

Fiona took a sip of her drink, the ice tinkling in the glass. Then she pushed a button on the remote that paused her television show. “There truly isn’t much to tell. I showed up early as I usually do, to practice and get warmed up, and they had all that garbage equipment set up in front. Foolishly, I assumed there was going to be some sort of performance after the singing, so I was only a little irritated. And I headed for my bench. Pastor Adam”—she said his name with contempt—“came and told me I could have this Sunday off.”

She waited for more. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“So it’s not a permanent change?”

She took another drink and chuckled. “Oh, I assure you. It’s permanent.”

Tonya loved her, but sometimes Fiona could be infuriating. “But they didn’t tell you that you were permanently replaced?”

Fiona gave her a long, hard look. “They didn’t need to say the words, Tonya. I heard them anyway.” She exhaled fully. “I will not be going back, but even if I did, I am certain I don’t have a job. Like I said, until they realize those snobby brats have the musical talent of a wart toad.”

Tonya laughed. She had no idea what a wart toad was, but it didn’t matter. Fiona’s meaning was clear. “So Pastor is the only one who talked to you?”

She raised an eyebrow. “What are you really asking?”

“I’m asking if Joe Weir had anything to do with it.”

“Of course he did.”








  
  

Chapter 2


Esther





Why was the music so  loud? Esther was tempted to plug her ears. She glanced up at Walter, who also appeared to be in pain. Maybe they should move back a few rows. Would that be rude? She turned to see if there was room to relocate.

There was not. The sanctuary was packed, and as her eyes scanned the crowd, she surmised that most people were not offended by the volume of these new instruments. Zoe was sitting near the back with her sweetheart, Levi, and a pack of kids from school. They seemed to be enjoying the music. At least, they seemed more involved than they usually were with the organ music.

Young Emma’s arms were straight up in the air. Her eyes were closed, and her face looked enraptured. What a precious child to be willing to worship the Lord unabashedly like that. Esther wished the same for Zoe someday.

Emma was here, but where was her mother? Esther scanned the sanctuary for Tonya but didn’t see her. She seemed to be the only regular missing—well, her and Fiona. Esther turned her attention back to the young musicians up front. She had hoped they were only substituting because Fiona wasn’t going to be there today, but Tonya’s absence made her fear something else was going on. Her eyes landed on the giant speakers, and the shiny microphones and mic stands. She traced a cord back to what looked like a soundboard near the back of the room. This was a lot of equipment for a substitute band. She wished Pastor had given them some sort of introduction—so she could be focusing on the worship right now instead of puzzle solving. 

Guilt pricked her heart. She needed to be less of a control freak. Just because something was happening that she didn’t know about beforehand didn’t make it wrong.








  
  

Chapter 3


Tonya





Only a little annoyed that Emma had claimed the front and wasn’t offering it up, Tonya slid into the backseat. 

“Church skipper,” Vicky muttered.

“I know, I know. Thanks for picking me up. My feet are killing me. These five-dollar shoes are not meant for walking.”

Vicky eyed her in the rearview. “How is she?”

“Not good.”

“I wouldn’t think so.”

“What?” Emma turned to look at her mother. “What’s wrong with Fiona?”

Tonya didn’t answer her. She didn’t want to speak negatively about church or anyone in the church to her daughter. And Emma wouldn’t understand how devastating the morning’s events could be for someone like Fiona.

But Tonya did want the scoop herself. She chose her words carefully. “Did Pastor say anything about the new team?”

Vicky shook her head. “Not a peep.” 

“I know who they are,” Emma said and then rattled off their names. “Jasmine and Vanessa go to Bucksport. The son is older, graduated already. Weren’t they great?”

Tonya had no idea. She’d only heard half of one instrumental. 

“They were something,” Vicky said. 

“You didn’t like them?” Emma was disappointed. 

“They were loud.”

Tonya snickered.

“Poor Vera had to rip out her hearing aids,” Vicky said. “I’ve never seen her hands move that fast.”

“They played so many of my favorite songs,” Emma said, unconcerned with Vera’s hearing aids. “Hillsong and King and Country and ... I can’t remember what else, but I was happy when they played it.”

“Good, honey.” Tonya sighed and relaxed back into the seat. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. I’m sure the younger people at church are going to like it better than the traditional hymns.”

“Does that mean they’re going to lead worship every Sunday?”

“I would assume so, yes.”

When they got home, Vicky grabbed Tonya’s arm before she could follow Emma inside. “Are you going to do something?”

Tonya stopped and thought. “I’m not sure what I can do. They’re probably here to stay. But I think we just lost Fiona. For good. And that makes me so mad. Maybe we need an infusion of young blood, but that could have been handled in a million better ways.”

Vicky chewed on her lip. “Call the others. I’ll distract Emma.”

“Call them and say what?”

“Rally the troops. We can’t let Fiona go.”

“I think she’s already gone.”

“Rally them anyway.” She turned on her heel and left Tonya standing alone in the mud.

Tonya followed her inside and cleaned off a wicker chair on the sun porch. Then she fished her phone out of her purse and called Dawn.

She answered after one ring. “Hello!” 

“Hey, Dawn. How are you?”

“Can’t complain, can’t complain. What happened to you this morning? Thought I saw you, and then you disappeared.”

“Yeah, I went to check on Fiona. She’s pretty upset, obviously.”

“Well, she had to see this coming.”

“What does that mean?”

“You know! Our church is growing by leaps and bounds. We’ve got to get with the times. Those young people don’t want to hear the old hymns. They can’t relate. Organ music puts people to sleep, even when it’s played by a professional.”

This wasn’t helping. In fact, if everyone felt this way, Tonya was going to have to suck it up and accept this for what it was: another broken heart in the name of music ministry. “Okay, well, thanks for that insight. I appreciate your thoughts. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Wait ... why did you call?”

Ugh. Tonya didn’t want to say. She opened her mouth to lie, tell Dawn she couldn’t remember, but she thought she’d better not. “I was just curious what you thought of the new musical direction.”

“Ah,” she said in an obnoxious tone. “Trying to stir the pot, are we?”

“No. I’m most definitely not trying to stir any pot. You have a good day now.” She hung up, wishing she’d lied.

Vicky stuck her head into the porch. “Who was that?”

“Dawn.”

Vicky rolled her eyes. “Call Barbara. She was furious.” She ducked back into the kitchen.

Tonya looked down at her phone. Did she want to call Barbara? Just because Vicky told her to do something didn’t mean she had to do it. She snickered. That was usually what that meant, but it didn’t have to be. 

She wasn’t trying to stir the pot, was she? She had never been a church troublemaker, and she certainly didn’t want to be one now, not when things were going so well, not when God was using New Beginnings so mightily. Then she remembered Fiona’s face. She had to do something. Fiona was one of their original people, and it wasn’t fair that she’d been treated the way she’d been treated. Especially since she had been sprinkling in the occasional contemporary song. Tonya didn’t know who’d been picking the music, Fiona, Rachel, or both—oh no, was Rachel heartbroken too? Probably not. Rachel was one tough cookie. But still, she should definitely call Rachel. But first, Barbara.

Barbara also answered after the first ring, and immediately Tonya could hear the fury in her voice. Oh boy.

“I was worried about Fiona,” Tonya said, wishing she’d given more thought to her intro before she’d dialed. “And I was wondering what you thought of the music situation—”

“What I think? What do you think I think? What do you think? This morning was a disgrace! I wouldn’t have been surprised if God had struck us down right there! I already tried to talk to Pastor, but he didn’t want to hear it. I just tried to call Esther, but she never answers her phone. We can’t allow this, Tonya! You know that! That music was satanic! I can’t believe we let it into our walls! We’re going to have to pray those demons back out—”

“Wait.” Tonya didn’t know how to counter this insanity, but she wanted it to stop. “I don’t think the music was satanic—”

“You know what cannibals do to get themselves wound up before they kill their food?”

Tonya rolled her eyes. She was pretty sure they didn’t sing Hillsong hits.

“They pound on drums and dance around! Thank God Pastor got rid of those ridiculous flags before Dawn got them out with those drums today!” She sucked in some air, and Tonya took the opportunity.

“Okay,” she said quickly, “thank you for your input. I will try to talk to Pastor. Have a good day.”

Barbara started talking again, but Tonya pretended she didn’t hear and hung up the phone. 

That woman was nuts. Rally the troops? If they rallied that particular troop, she would lose the battle for them. They had to keep Barbara far, far away from the battlefield.

Vicky stuck her head in again. “Well?”

“Well, what? What is Emma doing?”

“We’re making cookies.” She stared at her expectantly.

“Barbara is nuts.”

Vicky laughed. “I know. That’s why I love her. Try Esther.”

Tonya dialed Esther’s number, but she didn’t answer. She was probably having some romantic lunch with Walter. 

Tonya tried Vera. She didn’t answer the phone either.

She tried Esther again, and this time, she picked up.

Even over the phone, Tonya was soothed by Esther’s calming presence.

“Is Fiona all right?”

“No, she’s really not.”

“I’m so sorry. I am just sick about it. What can we do?”

“I don’t know. I would like to talk to Pastor about it. Might be more powerful if a few of us went together? Maybe you, me, and Vicky?” Not Barbara.

“Talk to Pastor?” Esther said slowly, and Tonya’s heart sank. Esther didn’t want to talk to Pastor. 

“Yes, try to get Fiona her job back. At least part-time? She says she’s never coming back to church, Esther. We can’t sit back and let that happen.”

Esther was quiet for a minute, and Tonya let her think. “You know what? I’ll bake her a pie and take it over tomorrow.”

Tonya took a deep breath. “First, I love your heart, Esther. I too have tried to treat many a church crisis with pie. But I don’t think it’s going to do much good here.”

“Pie always helps.”

Tonya chose to ignore this. “And second, I don’t think Fiona will even answer the door.”








  
  

Chapter 4


Tonya





Please, Father, let Cathy know what to do . Cathy always knew what to do. 

Cathy answered the phone.

“Hi, Cathy. It’s Tonya.”

“I was just about to call you. I saw you leave church. Did you go check on Fiona?”

Oh good. Cathy was already on top of things. “I did.”

“And how bad is it?”

“It’s pretty bad. She says she’s all done with us Christians.”

Cathy groaned. “I thought about stopping by but I was so certain she wouldn’t let me in. I didn’t want to make matters worse. And if any of us are going to connect with her, it’s obviously going to be you. So tell me what you need.”

Tonya wasn’t sure what she needed. “She says she won’t come back no matter what, but I think if we offered her her job back, she might reconsider.” As she spoke the words, they didn’t sound realistic. “Or maybe not, but that’s the only thing I can think of.”

Cathy took a deep breath. “Was she given any warning that this was coming?”

“No.”

“So she showed up today to find those kids there, and then she just went home?”

“Pastor told her she could have the day off.”

“Hmph.” 

Tonya chuckled quietly at Cathy’s polite sound effects.

“I can see why you’re at a loss. So am I. I hate the way this was done, but I don’t think we can get her her job back, Tonya, and I’m not sure we want to. Did you see the way the young people responded to the music today?”

Tonya opened her mouth to argue.

“Sorry, of course you didn’t. You weren’t there. Well, it was a beautiful thing. Now I’m not saying the new team is my cup of tea, but I think they’re going to connect to more people than our old-fashioned music does. And if Fiona were anybody but who she is, maybe she could be happy with doing a special now and then, or playing for communion. Actually, she could play for the offering every week? I bet we could get her that!” She sighed. “But Fiona is Fiona, and so maybe that wouldn’t be good enough. Am I right?”

“I think it might have been good enough,” Tonya said slowly, “if someone had offered it to her kindly, gently, even slowly. But that didn’t happen, and now she’s hurt.”

Cathy sighed again. “Well, then I don’t know what to do. Other than ask Pastor to let her play for offering and then offer her that.”

That wouldn’t work, and Tonya didn’t want to be the one to insult Fiona with the offer. “We can’t just let her go.”

“I know we can’t. I don’t want to, and I’m not suggesting we do. Let’s pray about it and ask for a better idea. Until then, I think the playing during offering is our best bet. Do you want me to ask Pastor to let that happen?”

“No, I’ll do it,” Tonya said quickly. She had a word or two she wanted to say to their fearless pastor. 

“Have you talked to the others about this yet?”

Tonya wasn’t sure what to say. She didn’t want to be accused of stirring the pot again. “A few.”

“And what did they say?” Cathy asked with no accusation in her voice.

“Dawn loved the music, Barbara thinks a pack of demons rode in on the bass drum, and Esther is making a pie.”

Cathy laughed, and Tonya tried not to be proud of how hard she was laughing. 

“That sounds about right. I should have offered to guess. Isn’t it amazing how a bunch of Spirit-filled, God-fearing women can look at the same exact situation and come out with such different responses?” She paused. “You know, we started this church in part because we knew we’d never be able to agree on which other church to join. I wish we’d had the foresight to realize how much we’d have to agree on to start a new church. Anyway, I’ll let you go. I’ll be praying. You talk to Pastor. Let me know if you think of anything I can do.”

“Have you talked to Rachel yet? She got fired too. Is she injured?”

Cathy laughed. “I haven’t talked to her, but I’d bet the farm she’s not injured. If anything, she’s probably angry about the Fiona piece of it. I think Rachel’s just as happy to sing from her pew as she is from up front, maybe even more so.”

“Okay. Thanks, Cathy. You’re the best.” She said goodbye and hung up. 

Vicky appeared again, and Tonya filled her in.

“That’s a terrible plan. It’s never going to work.”

“I know, but it’s all we’ve got so far. We’ll keep praying for a better one.”








  
  

Chapter 5


Tonya





When Rachel answered the phone, it sounded as if she’d been jogging.  

“Are you all right?”

“Right as rain. Just grocery shopping.”

“Oh, I won’t bother you then. Can you call me when you get a minute?”

“Nonsense. I can multitask. What’s up?”

“I just wanted to call and check on you. Make sure you were okay with what happened today.”

She hesitated. “You mean the music?”

“Yes.”

She hesitated again. “Well, I tell you, Tonya, I’m not sure what to say. In the flesh, I’m mad as a hornet. But I’m trying to walk in the spirit.”

Tonya felt convicted to do the same thing. Then her mind flashed to Fiona’s face. “I understand. I’m not trying to lure you into sinning. I’m just … I’m worried about you and Fiona, about your feelings, and mostly about her, as I’m pretty confident you’re heaven-bound.”

“And she isn’t?”

Tonya hesitated. “I hope so, but I don’t know. If she’s chosen Jesus, she’s kept pretty quiet about it.”

“How can you attend our church for all these months, see all the miracles we’ve seen, hear the testimonies we’ve heard, and not choose Jesus?”

“I don’t know. But Fiona is one stubborn woman.”

Rachel chuckled. “Well, good.”

“Why’s that good?”

“Because when she chooses Jesus, we’ll know she’s really chosen him. She won’t be going back on it.”

Good point.

“I can try to talk to her,” Rachel said. “I’m assuming you’ve already tried?”

Tonya wasn’t sure the two injured people should be spending too much time alone with their injuries. She’d seen this before and seen it cause something quite different than healing. “Are you okay, Rachel? It happened to you too.”

“No, it didn’t. I mean, yes, I was insulted, but my spirit and soul weren’t on the line. They only told me to go sing somewhere else. With Fiona, they insulted who she is at her very core, and they rejected her God-given gift, the gift that gives her a reason for living.”

She did sound a bit like a hornet.

“So what do we do?”

“I’m not sure. Start a new church? We’ve done it before. How hard can it be?”

Tonya didn’t know if she was kidding and was scared to ask.

“I’m joking. Mostly. How did it go when you talked to her?”

“Not good. She says she’s all done. Says she won’t come back no matter what.”

“Hmm … What if we had an evening service? Remember when all the churches did that? We could have a hymns service at night, and all us old fogies could come sing old fart songs?”

That was just crazy enough to work.

“We probably can’t get Vera out at night, but as the days get longer, I think most of us would be game in the summertime at least. We’d have to make it start early enough.”

“Good idea. I think that’s worth a try.”

“You want me to run it by Pastor, or do you want to?”

“Either way.”

“You’d better do it. I’m not feeling particularly diplomatic right now.”

Tonya chuckled. “Okay, I can do it.” 

“Good. And in the meantime, I’ll try to talk to Fiona. Try to provide some perspective. I should probably tell her that Christians do squabble, and pastors do make mistakes.”

“You were there when they told Fiona?”

“Yes, they told us both at the same time.”

“Why on earth did Pastor handle it that way? That seems unlike him. He’s usually so good with people.” Tonya didn’t expect Rachel to have an answer. She was only processing out loud.

“Honestly? He seemed a little scared. I’m not sure of what, but he looked like a rabbit. I’m guessing he knew it needed to be done for our church to continue to grow, he knew it was going to hurt her, and so he did it as quickly as possible. Like yanking a Band-Aid off.”

That was ridiculous. “Believe me, I am the first person to tell you that pastors aren’t perfect. But I expected better of him.” Tonya sighed. “Maybe that isn’t fair of me, but there it is.”

“He is very young, don’t forget, and he doesn’t have a wise pastor’s wife like you to speak wisdom at him.”

Tonya groaned. It felt like a very long time since she’d been a pastor’s wife.

“He’s new at this,” Rachel continued. “And he’s got a lot going on. He’s trying to follow God’s will and make a bunch of different people happy at the same time.”

“That’s a recipe for disaster.”

“It sure is. That’s why sometimes I think I should get out early before it all comes crashing down.” She didn’t sound like she was kidding that time.








  
  

Chapter 6


Esther





Esther and Walter got to prayer meeting early, so she was surprised to see so many others already there. Rachel, Cathy, Barbara, and Vicky were clustered together on one side of the circle. Esther looked around for Pastor and saw him coming up the stairs from the basement. She led Walter to the side of the circle opposite her friends. She didn’t want Adam to feel like they were ganging up on him. 

“Good morning, ladies and Walter.” Pastor smiled broadly. It seemed he was back to his old self.

“Has Tonya talked to you yet?” Rachel asked abruptly.

Pastor’s smile faded. “I talked to her on Sunday.”

“You mean at Sunday morning service?” Rachel asked. 

“Yes.” He sounded tentative, maybe even a little scared.

Rachel sighed, seeming annoyed that he hadn’t talked to Tonya. “Well, she is going to talk to you, and I don’t want to steal her thunder, but while we’re all here, can we please talk about the music for a minute?” She glanced at the door.

“What about it?”

Rachel gave him a sardonic look. “What do you think? You broke Fiona’s heart—”

“Wait!” Cathy held up a hand, and Rachel glared at her. “Let’s not let emotions get in our way here. If we are honest with ourselves, surely we can see that our music ministry needed an update. It is no longer 1970. We’ve got young people to disciple now.”

Rachel opened her mouth to argue, but Cathy didn’t give her the chance.

“But, Pastor, the way we went about it was awful. We do need to apologize to Fiona and Rachel—”

“Just Fiona,” Rachel managed.

“To Fiona,” Cathy repeated. “This was not the way to handle this.”

Pastor nodded. “I can talk to Fiona. I didn’t mean to hurt her feelings.” He looked at Rachel. “I certainly didn’t expect that change to break anyone’s heart.”

“That music is the devil’s work!” Barbara declared.

Completely ignoring Barbara’s concern, Rachel glanced at the speakers and guitar stands up front. “How much did that equipment cost?”

“I don’t have a number, but Joe paid for it.”

Rachel raised an eyebrow. “Of course he did.”

To try to redirect the conversation back to what mattered, Esther asked, “Why was it so sudden? So abrupt?”

“It wasn’t,” Pastor said. “Maybe it seemed that way to Fiona and Rachel, and I’m sorry for that. I should have spoken to them sooner. I just had so much going on that I didn’t get to that. But it wasn’t a sudden change. The elders and I have been discussing it for weeks.”

Cathy’s eyes grew wide. “The elders?”

Pastor’s jaw tightened. He nodded.

“What elders?” Cathy asked. She was finally angry, it seemed.

“Joe and Walter.”

Esther’s eyes snapped toward the man sitting beside her, but he was looking at the floor.

“Walter?” Vicky cried. “Are you mad? The man’s been a Christian for about two minutes! How can he possibly be an elder—”

“The Word is very clear,” Adam said, raising his voice. “It doesn’t matter when you join the Kingdom, only that you join. You have no grounds to judge Walter like that. I know him, and he is a wise and thoughtful believer.”

Vicky’s lips tightened into a line as she glared at her pastor.

“And what is the process for these individuals becoming elders?” Cathy asked.

“After much thought and prayer, I appointed them.”

“You mean you appointed them after looking at their tithe checks,” Vicky said.

Pastor raised his chin. “That’s not fair, Vicky. That had nothing to do with it, and you don’t get to slander me like that, not in my own church.”

“Your church?” Vicky cried, standing up. “Your church!” 

Rachel reached up and tried to pull her back down, but she yanked her arm away.

“I think I know the answer to this question,” Rachel said, “but I hope I’m wrong, so I’ll ask it. Why haven’t any of us, any of the church founders, any of the people who hired you, been considered for an elder position?”

Esther was glad Rachel had a theory because she sure didn’t. 

Pastor took a deep breath and stared at a spot in the distance, somewhere over Rachel’s hat. “The Word is clear that women are not designed to be elders.”

Oh no, Esther thought. Not this again. Mouths around the circle dropped open. Most of them started talking at once. Walter put his head in his hands.

“Stop!” Cathy said with authority. “Just stop it, all of you! People are going to be walking into this house of God any second and we can’t let them find God’s people shouting at each other.”

“Sorry for ruining the show, Cathy,” Vicky said, “but we can’t let this go. We’re being steamrolled by a theology we never agreed to!”

Cathy stood up. “Stop it!” she shouted.

Walter looked up at her. Everyone did. 

Cathy took a deep breath. Then she looked at Pastor. “I strongly disagree with your interpretation of God’s Word, and if you’ll give me the time, I can show you why.” Then she looked at her friends. “But I beg you, don’t let this be an issue that divides us.” She held her hands out. “Look what God is doing here! This building is full of people! We’ve got so many people from Carver Harbor coming to church who’ve never come to church before. We’ve got people driving from Bucksport and Castine and Blue Hill because this is such a vibrant place. God is alive and moving here! We can’t let our flesh get in the way of that.” Her voice softened. “Please, it’s okay to disagree. But we can’t let disagreements get in the way of God’s work. We can’t let disagreements split the church.” She looked at Pastor. “Can I sit down with you sometime and discuss this?”

“Myself and the elders, sure.”

Offense traveled across Cathy’s face. It was there, clear as day. Then it was gone. Not for the first time, Esther admired her self-control. Cathy looked at her sisters. “We’ll get these kinks ironed out. But for now, let’s focus on doing what Jesus said was most important, loving God and loving people.” She tucked her skirt under her and sat as the front door opened.

Molly walked in. “Hey, everybody. Why are you all staring at me?”
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